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Chapter 2 
Building Business Acumen

Learning the Business of Your Business
“We are not in the training and development business. We are in the busi-

ness of business.” This remark by Bob Bennett, CLO of FedEx Express, 

is true for any function in any company, especially training and devel-

opment. It must be focused on the business issues for the organization 

as a whole to succeed in today’s challenging environment. This chapter 

looks at several practical examples of how organizations are finding 

ways to do this. 

One of Bennett’s first steps as CLO and HR VP at FedEx Express 

was to articulate and communicate his values, which he did with the 

acronym PIECES! These values became the driving force to retool all 

of their training and HR services. 
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Bennett knew he had to rapidly change things. Not that their train-

ing wasn’t good. In fact it was world-class. They had received numer-

ous awards for top-quality training. But as Bennett said, “I didn’t want 

to have the world’s best training or hiring process. What I really want-

ed was to integrate learning and development into daily practices at 

FedEx so that we met our overarching business goals.”

The principles upon which FedEx operates are people, service, and 

profit. Everything Bennett’s department did had to benefit those three 

areas. They could no longer afford to have great training for great train-

ing’s sake. It had to drive better service and more profit. The training 

department’s PIECES! values are therefore clearly linked to FedEx’s 

company values:

•	 P – Partner with our customers. This means making their 

goals our goals. We can’t partner if we don’t hold ourselves 

accountable to their bottom-line success.

•	 I – Increase flexibility. Customers don’t want to hear “no.” If a 

customer has a problem, we need to be the one-stop solution. 

If we cannot find an answer, we need to find out who can. 

Innovation is not always about an “a-ha” moment, but about 

being open and flexible to small improvements.

•	 E – Expand our sphere of influence. This means getting in-

volved in and leading organizations outside the company: 

industry organizations, governmental organizations, commu-

nity organizations. It is imperative that we are driving change 

and organizational agendas rather than reacting to them, and 

that we are building the relationships necessary for us to suc-

cessfully operate and prosper in a complex and interdepen-

dent environment.
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•	 C – Calculate value-add. We have lots of demands. We have 

to prioritize what to take on. We won’t entertain anything for 

which we cannot determine a value-add in terms of people, 

service, or profit, because we need to stay focused on the 

business goals.  

•	 E – Enhance the training department’s reputation. Increase 

visibility; get out there. You can’t design a course unless you 

have been on the truck, sorting packages, loading packages on 

airplanes. This kind of involvement also enhances our trust 

and credibility within the organization.

•	 S – Sustain results. Stay focused on business outcomes. If 

you do your job right and provide value, no one wants to live 

without your services.

•	 ! – Reminder that nothing gets done without our people. 

People make things happen. Provide the right environment 

and development opportunities for them so they can excel.

The View From the Ground
Lawrence was speaking to a manager of talent management at one of 

the nation’s leading utility companies last summer. A strike was going 

on. And as so often during strikes, the managers had to fill the workers’ 

roles. This manager was doing commercial meter reading for four 

weeks. He said, “I now can do a great job consulting to this division 

because of that experience. I really understand their business from the 

ground level!” 

What are some creative ways you can learn the business of your 

business? See chapter 7 for more suggestions from Google, Beam, 

BMW, FedEx, and Puma. 
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  RR Recommendation
“I was the fourth engineer hired into the company. The first thing that I did in 

my new position was move my office from the corporate headquarters to the 

Memphis station, where they do the pickup and deliveries, because I didn’t 

know anything about this company and needed to learn from the source. I 

spent almost a year doing my job from the Memphis station. I helped them 

sort packages, and load and unload. And to this day, when I go talk to anyone 

in that part of the organization, they think I was in operations. If I make a 

suggestion to the operators, they listen because they believe I was an operator. 

It gave me instant credibility. So, that’s one thing I really stress: Learn the 

business—however you can.”

Bob Bennett, CLO, FedEx

Prioritizing Your Priorities
Beam, one of the world’s leading premium spirits companies, is 

extremely business-focused. They recognize the value of getting people 

focused on the bottom line. When a new CEO, Matthew Shattock, 

started in 2009, he wanted all 3,300 employees working towards the 

same goals. So he did something simple. He created a one-page “Vision 

Into Action” sheet. This sheet includes:

•	 vision statement

•	 mission statement 

•	 financial objectives for the year

•	 cultural values

•	 top 10 priorities

•	 three key performance indicators.
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According to Sue Gannon, Vice President of Talent, Culture, and Or-

ganization Development at Beam, the beauty of this sheet is that it did 

what it set out to do. “Everyone started hanging it on their office walls. 

This way, it is always there to keep you focused on the business priorities.” 

  Worksheet: What’s Important to Your Business?
•	 What is your company’s vision? 
 

•	 What is your team’s mission?

•	 What are the financial objectives for the year?

•	 What are your cultural values?

•	 What are your team’s top priorities?

•	 What are the top three key performance indicators of success?
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Jason Jennings, in his book The Reinventors, talks about how fo-

cusing on a few things differentiates high-performing companies from 

average performers. He mentions research conducted by the Hackett 

Group, a global strategic consulting company, which found that lower-

performing organizations focus on an average of 372 priorities a year. 

Higher-performing companies, on average, focus on 21. 

The message is, “Don’t get bogged down with too many projects.” 

Recently a senior leader of one our client organizations remarked, 

“That is all fine. But we are changing our whole organization. How can 

we focus on only three, five, or even 10 priorities?” It was simple, re-

ally. We helped him identify the top five priorities that would make his 

division successful within the context of the larger changes going on. 

At executive team meetings we often ask everyone to write down 

their top five priorities. We then go around the room and have each 

team member read his answers. Guess what? They all have different 

priorities. Then we ask the leaders of the teams to read their lists. While 

they do have a few that their executive teams have listed, they also have 

others the teams don’t even know about. This is too common. As a 

leader, don’t assume anything is obvious to your employees. You have 

to relentlessly make your priorities clear, so that your team understands 

them and can articulate them. 

Understanding P&L
Beyond understanding priorities and objectives, having business acu-

men also means understanding how money is made. Sue Gannon de-

scribes why this is important at Beam: “One of our values is entrepre-

neurialism—‘thinking and acting like an owner’—so we need to help 

people build the skills and competencies to do that. Our top value-

creating leaders got together last year and decided that we needed to 
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  Worksheet: Synch Up Your Priorities
Our team’s top five priorities are:

1.  ______________________________________________

2.  ______________________________________________

3.  ______________________________________________

4.  ______________________________________________

5  ______________________________________________.

Ask your team members to write down what they each consider as the team’s 

top five priorities. Then share the responses (without unduly embarrassing 

anyone) at the next team meeting. Especially note the manager’s list of 

priorities compared to others.

create commercial focus at all levels. We want people to have commer-

cial breadth—not just depth. Given the competitive nature of our mar-

ket, we need our people to respond quickly with new ideas and ap-

proaches. They need to be able to independently make decisions, 

innovate, and take risks. To do this successfully, they need to under-

stand the commercial consequence of what we do. They need to under-

stand profit and loss: how we make and spend money. Traditionally 

P&L was owned by finance. Not anymore. All financial information is 

being shared. Our people at all levels need to understand the finance 

side, so we can continue to make the right decisions quickly, decisions 

based on a solid understanding of the business. The goal is that if there 

is a scenario in which we are discussing a decision, everyone involved 

can talk about how it links back to the P&L.” 

To learn more about how Beam taught their people about the P&L, 

see chapter 7. 
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  RR Recommendation
Mike Michalowicz, serial entrepreneur and author of Toilet Paper Entrepreneur 

and The Pumpkin Plan, suggests a five-minute huddle with your team. Once 

a week, a person is assigned to share his latest business knowledge. It could 

be something he learned on the job, while collaborating with a colleague or 

supplier, or from an article or book.

Making Change Personal
Leaders need to go further than acquiring business acumen. They need 

to make business personal, especially during times of rapid change. As 

Martin Huber, CFO of Fisba Optik, a world leader in optical systems  

and components, puts it: “Change comes with bad feelings because peo-

ple expect bad news. There is doubt and suspicion. You can’t force people 

to change. You need to give them a good enough reason to change so 

that they do it on their own. You need to explain why this is happening, 

what the business reason is, and what happens if we don’t do it. Make it 

personal—what would it mean for them if they can’t or won’t adjust?”

For example, if we asked you to get up tomorrow at 2 a.m., wake 

your family, go outside immediately and cross the street, would you?  

We have asked this question of leaders around the world and 99 

percent say no. Why? It is really inconvenient and they get nothing out 

of it. That is how employees feel about the changes you are implement-

ing. And that is the reason nothing happens. When we ask the same 

leaders, “Would you do it if your house was on fire?” of course they all 

say yes!  
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You need to create a personal, emotional reason for people to 

change. This starts with sharpening employees’ business acumen. With 

that acumen, they know why they should get out of bed at 2 a.m.

Once we were in a meeting with Jesse Singer, Deputy Commis-

sioner of PCIP (Primary Care Information Project), a bureau within 

the NYC Department of Health, and his team, which was experienc-

ing morale problems. Team members were frustrated because they felt 

their work had become about getting compliance with their new sys-

tem. He explained to them, “I know sometimes it feels like we are just 

tracking numbers. But those numbers help save lives. For example, for 

the first time we can track blood pressure by race across NYC. This lets 

us see any differences, which we can then explore, understand, and 

help. This is public health. This is our business, our reason for being 

here. And we couldn’t do it without all this work to get compliance 

with our systems.” The message got through to a manager on his team, 

Vitaliy Shtutin, who said after a meeting, “This will really help moti-

vate the team. They’ll be reminded of how our work helps improve 

public health.”

Leaders often have a hard time making the case for change. To 

get people truly on board with change takes a sales pitch. If you can’t 

articulate the reasons for it clearly and convincingly, you will have a 

difficulty implementing the change. 

Once we led a workshop at a global manufacturing company that 

was reorganizing itself. After a senior executive gave a 30-minute pre-

sentation on the changes, we asked the other attendees to summarize 

what they heard was changing. They had a hard time feeding back the 

main reasons, even though this wasn’t the first time they had heard 

the presentation. 
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  Worksheet: How Can You Make Change Personal?
Take a piece of paper. Give yourself two minutes and jot down:

What is changing in your organization? 

Why it is changing? 

What does it mean for your employees?

From that point on, we have had leaders work on constructing 

their own change speeches. We introduced a PeopleNRG tool called 

“The One-Minute Change Speech” that would help leaders sell the 

change. There are three parts:

•	 What is changing? These are the specifics of what will change. 

The purpose of this section of the speech is to give people con-

crete examples of the implications the change holds for them.  

•	 Why is it changing? This is where you make the business case 

for change. A good “why” statement will increase employees’ 

sense of urgency to change. It will also help people stay 

motivated through the challenges they face as the change is 

implemented. Maybe the “why” is to save money, maybe it is 

to beat the competition, or maybe it is to help people work 

more efficiently together. Whatever it is, you need to tell your 

employees about it. 
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•	 What is not changing? Sharing all the things that aren’t chang-

ing—the values, reporting relationships, certain responsibili-

ties—gives employees a sense of stability in the midst of chaos. 

Franz Aatz, founder of the start-up MacxRed, a developer of 

trading technologies, sees the importance of focusing on what 

is not changing. “When we introduce change, it pushes people 

out of their comfort zone. They feel exposed and unsafe. So if 

you can create an area of safety in the change, it will ease their 

distress. This is why you want to tell people what is not chang-

ing, to remind them that an element of stability exists.”

Another example of making change personal occurred at the 

Orange County Medical Center, in Middletown, New York. They had 

a plan to change the face of healthcare in the region, which included 

merging two hospitals at a brand-new facility. They moved about 2,400 

staff, a team of about 500 doctors, and a volunteer staff of around 400. 

Before the physical move, they implemented a new electronic health 

record system. This affected all the doctors and over half of the staff.

They spent a lot of time and energy explaining why this change 

was important for the healthcare providers and patients. “Why does 

this matter? And what’s in it for me? These were critical questions 

to answer,” said Jonnie Wesley-Krueger, Director of Training and 

Education. “Particularly because medical professionals are very task-

focused. ‘You had better tell me why I have to do this; otherwise I’m 

not going to be very happy.’ We spent a great deal of time talking 

about the electronic health record and what it meant for patient safety, 

patient care, and access to patient information. ‘What are the benefits? 

It’s going to make everybody uncomfortable so why are we doing this?’

“First and foremost, we talked about the increase in patient safety 

the new health records would bring about. One of the benefits of an 
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electronic health record is automatic prompts or flags that draw users’ 

attention to potential patient allergies or other concerns, therefore 

reducing the incidents of medical errors.

“The second benefit we talked about was more accessible informa-

tion. For example, let’s say we have to do a blood draw. In the old days, 

we would have had to physically transport the blood specimen to the 

lab, have them analyze it, write up their report, and then physically 

send the information back upstairs. Now, we take the specimen at the 

bedside and use a pneumatic tube system to ship it downstairs. The lab 

then processes it, enters the results in the electronic health record, and 

in about a third or a quarter of the time we have the information as to 

what’s going on. It expedites everything. Staff members don’t have to 

physically pull the films or the reports.”

The first change to the new health record prepared employees for 

the bigger change to the new building. “We had people who had spent 

their entire careers in one building. And we were teasing them about 

it during the orientation programs—‘You survived the change to the 

health record, now we are just moving you into a place where you’re 

not going to know where the bathroom is.’ We implemented two major  

changes, in terms of people’s day-to-day functioning, during a span of 

less than six months. It was a lot. But they handled it very well.”

Now that we explained what it means to make business personal, 

go back to the worksheet How Can You Make Change Personal? What 

can you add or adjust? Once you think it is complete, practice with a 

peer or ask your manager if they have any input. Practice will make 

you better prepared for when you need to address employee concerns 

or frustration during the change.
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The Value of Values
As we mentioned, a key strategy for helping employees manage their 

fears during change is to remind them about what is not changing. 

Company values are probably the most stable, unchanging elements of 

a company. Knowing and owning company values allows employees to 

have direction and know their boundaries. Should they focus on speed? 

Accuracy? Collaboration? Knowing and living company values increas-

es productivity during ambiguous times.

Google has their “10 Things We Know to Be True.” Zappos has 

their “10 Family Core Values.” And Apple had Steve Jobs. He recog-

nized that values drive culture. So before he died, he created Apple 

University, where employees can learn about the company’s corporate 

values through case studies and key “historic” events at Apple. 

When Tim Cook took over as CEO of Apple, he responded di-

rectly to concerns that Apple could not survive without Steve Jobs 

by calling upon the company values: “The values of our company are 

extremely well entrenched. We believe that we’re on the face of the 

earth to make great products and that’s not changing. We’re constantly 

focusing on innovating. We believe in the simple, not the complex. 

We believe that we need to own and control the primary technologies 

behind the products that we make. And participate only in markets 

where we can make a significant contribution. We believe in saying 

“no” to thousands of projects so that we can really focus on the few 

that are truly important and meaningful to us. We believe in deep col-

laboration and cross-pollenization of our groups, which allow us to 

innovate in ways that others cannot. And frankly, we don’t settle for 

anything less than excellence in every group in the company—and we 

have the self-honesty to admit when we’re wrong and the courage to 
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change. And I think regardless of who is in what job, those values are 

so embedded in this company that Apple will do extremely well.”

Changing Values to Deal With Change
Despite the fact that values provide an element of stability, there are 

situations when companies decide to change their values based on 

new business challenges. Staples was forced to reevaluate their values 

in recent years, and the change led all the way to increased profitability.

Staples is a start-up success story. Experiencing extremely rapid 

growth for 20 years, their retail stores spread around the globe. But 

they had outgrown their original values. With 90,000 employees in 27 

countries, it was time to rapidly retool. Through strategic planning and 

an engagement survey in 2011, Staples realized that they needed to 

position themselves as a more innovative and flexible company. 

“We ended up with a retail division that was very tightly managed 

and without a lot of creativity,” said Kate Hyatt, Director of Talent 

Management and Organizational Development. “For example, with 

the move to online ordering, customers were buying from a variety of 

channels. But we had built a culture in which everyone was focused on 

their stores. We needed a broader mindset beyond just ‘my store.’ We 

needed to change the culture.”

Hyatt continued, “We decided to focus on our company values as 

a way to change behavior. We have had the same values in place for 20 

years during our growth phase. We were in a new phase and needed to 

change our focus.” 

The work culture was all about doing the “smart thing.” Their 

management is full of smart, analytic people: Harvard MBAs and more 

than 100 black belts. But while this accounted for the company’s early  
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success, it was now an obstacle. As Hyatt said, “They tend to overana-

lyze things. We couldn’t do much quickly. A turning point was when 

one of our senior leaders recommended a new approach. He suggested 

in one situation that we move ahead without much analysis or a pilot. 

He advocated ‘progress over perfection.’”

They adopted this approach when considering a culture makeover. 

Instead of hiring consultants or having the leaders define the culture, 

they asked the employees. Instead of aiming for perfection, they aimed 

Figure 2-1. Staples’ Old Values
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Figure 2-2.  Staples’ New Values
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for a lot of input. They used social networks to conduct a values survey 

they called the “Values Jam.” To market this initiative, they identified 

70 employees as “Culture Connectors,” employees who were perceived 

as strong informal leaders for their function or business unit. “The 

Culture Connectors helped get the word out. They developed their 

own posters and electronic documents to promote the Jam. Some used 

jelly jars, some used music, and some put ‘graffiti posters’ on public 

walls so employees could write down their thoughts in words and 

pictures about Staples’ values.

“We didn’t force people to do the survey,” said Hyatt. “We wanted 

information only from people who wanted to participate. We ended 

with 15,000 respondents. We followed that up with 40 focus groups 

around the world to validate the data and explore geographic and 

business unit differences.”

Talk about rapid retooling. The end result was the fastest organi-

zational initiative of all time at Staples. The new values were identified, 

distributed online, and translated into 18 languages in 14 weeks.

The new values are behavioral. They are easy to apply. And they 

fit the new collaborative, innovative culture Staples needed to imple-

ment. The value “Say it like it is” is a great example. Hyatt told us, 

“People now use this value to preface their comments when they bring 

up issues and questions with higher-level people. They now say, ‘I am 

uncomfortable with this approach,’ or ‘I have this idea.’ That wouldn’t 

have happened before.”

Another example of changing values due to a major business chal-

lenge occurred at Swiss Re. An article in the Schweizer Versicherung 

Online, a Swiss online newsletter for insurance companies, describes 

how Swiss Re, the world’s largest reinsurer, made a significant state-

ment error in the second quarter of 2010. To address this error, the 
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company  decided to not only revisit transaction flow, process tools, 

safety systems, and so forth, but to also look at soft factors. In this pro-

cess they discovered that the Swiss Re finance department did not have 

a set of common values. As a result, the Swiss Re Group CFO, George 

Quinn, launched the “Finance as One” initiative with  the  explicit 

goal to introduce solid values and transform the department’s  cul-

ture. They went through a bottom-up and top-down values clarifica-

tion process. Then they consecutively trained 70 ambassadors and 21 

change leads around  the globe who became in charge of promoting 

those new values locally and  facilitating their practical implementa-

tion. Says Andreas Leu, the “Finance in One” Program Director, “We 

did not only renew and clarify the vision and strategy of the finance 

team, but at the same time created an attractive work environment for 

employees that motivated them to achieve higher performance levels.”  

  RR Recommendation
Follow these five steps to clarify the values of your organization:

1. Identify a diverse group of 10 people in your organization. They can be from 

different functions, units, or geographies.

2. Explain the business challenges, triggering a values clarification process.

3. Ask them, “How do we need to behave in order to create a high-performing 

organization in the face of these challenges?”

4. Have each person find 10 more people and ask them the same question.

5. Collect all the responses and take a few hours with your team to identify 

trends and similarities.



Building Business Acumen 

35

Values in Government Organizations
Is there a place for values in government? Jesse Singer, the Deputy 

Commissioner of PCIP mentioned previously, thought so. “When I 

became leader of this bureau, I was reading about leading companies 

and I saw many of them had a strong focus on values. I thought, 

why not? Why not be a government entity that is considered a top-

performing organization? We were also in the midst of significant 

changes. I was taking over and we were growing, so I thought values 

would give us common ground.”

Singer got his 90 employees together and asked them, “What are 

the values we need to embody to be a great place to work?” They col-

lected all the ideas and voted, choosing the top nine. They decided 

that these values would guide hiring and management practices, as 

well as daily behaviors.  

•	 Be a “Collabosaurus.”

•	 Create and Innovate—“Creatovate.”

•	 Embody Humility and Equality.

•	 Awesome Is Contagious.

•	 People, Not Positions.

•	 No Right, No Wrong, Only Progress.

•	 Get Your Hands Dirty.

•	 Be Nerdy, Have Swagger.

•	 Be Passionate: Take Pride in What You Do.

Singer is finding the values very helpful in shaping the desired 

culture. “We have quarterly rewards for staff members who embody 

the values. Employees vote for each other, and those who best embody 

each of the values receive a small toy. For example, the winner of ‘Get 

Your Hands Dirty’ gets a Tonka dump trunk that sits on their desk for 
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the quarter. The winner of ‘Be a Collabosaurus’ gets a stuffed dinosaur. 

The cool thing is that without offering money as a motivator, just small 

prizes and recognition, we went from 35 nominations the first time, 

to 80 nominations the next. The best part for me is reading comments 

employees make when they cast their votes. They explain why they 

admire the person and how he or she is inspiring. It not only helps with 

building the culture, it helps me get to know my employees better.”

Performance Management: The Only Tool  
Most Leaders Have
There is a segment of the business community that wants to get rid 

of formal performance management, on the charge of being outdated 

and a waste of time.

No one has convinced us yet.  Our opinion is that, yes, bureau-

cratic performance management practices are a waste of time, but if 

done right, performance management can be a truly effective tool for 

managing across functions, units, and geographies. A key benefit of 

performance management is the opportunities it creates for conversa-

tion between leader and employee. It enables greater clarity of focus 

and better alignment across the organization.

The problem is that many employees, and even many leaders, 

see performance management processes as rigid, overly formal, and 

ineffective. They don’t realize how powerful a tool it can be when it’s 

applied correctly. It’s often the only management tool that a leader is 

required to use, and we see many managers fall into the bad habit of 

setting goals that merely enable them to give their employees raises. 
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However, when management takes this tool seriously and considers 

what they want to accomplish, creates measurable goals, and manages 

the accomplishment of those goals, they see a significant improvement 

in performance and in their bottom lines!

Take for example a start-up technology company we worked with, 

PayCycle. They had only a few hundred employees. Like any start-up, 

they were focusing their resources  on improving their product and 

cultivating customer relationships. But every year they made sure 

to conduct one management training class. The topic:  performance 

management.  Why spend their precious time and limited resources 

on performance management training? They realized it was critical to 

keep employees focused on achieving key goals. 

All the managers, from the CEO down, attended. And the CEO, 

Jim Heeger, wasn’t a 24-year-old Stanford grad. He wasn’t there be-

cause he had no leadership experience. He was an experienced leader 

who had worked for companies like Hewlett Packard, Adobe, and In-

tuit. But he came to learn like everyone else. Heeger came up to us at 

the end of the program and said, “I have been through many of these 

classes. But I always learn something. Today I got a new insight into 

giving feedback that I’ll use tomorrow in a tough meeting I have.” Jim 

Heeger understood the power of performance management: He in-

vested in it, trained his leaders in it, and used it. 

PayCycle was later acquired by Intuit, at no surprise to us. Not only 

did they have a great payroll processing product, but they had smart 

leaders who knew how to create a results-focused organization.

Here is an example of how performance management can yield in-

novative strategies for growing revenue. It is difficult for a leading pub-

lishing house to ignore the shift to e-books. In the last few years sales at 
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one of the big houses were flat, partly because of this shift. After imple-

menting a variety of cost-cutting efficiencies, they realized the next step 

was to grow revenue. 

The senior management team wanted to focus on increasing 

revenue from books that were already released. Hundreds of new titles 

are released each year by this publisher. These books are assets that 

often are underutilized while lots of time and energy and dollars are 

put into creating and releasing new books. The idea was to figure out 

how to leverage these hundreds and thousands of assets that, instead 

of taking up room in a warehouse, could still generate revenue. Each 

division and department had to come up with their own sub-targets. 

Then, they were entered into a software program, where the CEO could 

review what people were aiming for, and more importantly, weekly 

actions they were taking towards their goals. 

One of the unintended consequences was that employees began to 

work cross-functionally. For example, production discovered that they 

needed a better understanding of basic finance in order to streamline 

their processes, so they requested a class on finance for non-finance 

professionals. An editorial group wanted to better understand market-

ing so they could tailor their revisions to backlisted products. Innova-

tion and cross-collaboration therefore stemmed from formal perfor-

mance management procedures.

From SMART to SMA (Short-Term Measurable Action)
Isn’t it amazing what we have accomplished as human beings? We have 

channeled the power of electricity, built huge skyscrapers, and have 

even put men on the moon! So how did we do it? One thing is cer-

tain: We did not do it in one giant step. It took thousands of small steps 
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  RR Recommendation 
Make your goals and progress public! Anyone in the world can see the U.S. 

Patent and Trademark Office’s metrics online, in real time, and keep track of 

the PTO’s progress. For example, on the top line in the third circle from the 

left, they can track the backlog of patent applications. This backlog of patent 

applications is partially due to the rapid pace of change (new technology, 

equals new inventions, equals new patent applications). Using this dashboard 

as a performance management tool, they reduced the backlog from 728,055 

to 608,283 within a year after introducing this new “transparency.” 

Figure 2-3. PTO September 2012 Patents Data-at-a-Glance
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to reach our present level of accomplishment. The accomplishment of 

short-term goals leads to the achievement of the long-term goal. There 

is a dynamic relationship between long- and short-term goals.

Rapid retooling is change. And the fact is that change is an emo-

tional business. It causes fear and stress. This is partly due to the fact 

that it is disorienting. Changes are announced and they seem so big. 

Often, leaders do not take the time to break it down in sizable chunks.

One way of reducing stress is to break the change down into very 

short-term, clear objectives. This is the key role of performance man-

agement in any rapid retooling situation. Often, S.M.A.R.T. (Specific, 

Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, Timely) objectives are set for the 

year, but in two months the environment changes, and those goals 

don’t apply anymore. Short-term goals (though still frequently revis-

ited and updated as overarching goals change) are a much smarter way 

to manage performance.

  Worksheet: SMA Goals
Here are three questions that will help you determine if a goal is “SMA”:

•	 Can it be done in five business days?

•	 Is it measurable?

•	 Is it an action?

Example: Assigning an employee to a new job: 

•	 Read your job description by Tuesday. Take note of questions you have, 

areas you think you will be successful in, and areas you think you will  

need help with.   

•	 Meet with me on Wednesday to discuss questions and concerns.
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It is helpful to meet with your employee and create a few SMAs 

together when he or she is overwhelmed or seemingly stuck on a big 

project. The conversation should follow this outline:

•	 Explain the concept of SMA.

•	 Provide at least two real examples from your own department 

or function.

•	 Create a few SMAs together.

•	 Follow-up (within a short timeframe) on their progress.  

•	 Offer support and inspiration when they are stuck. Challenge 

them if they are avoiding taking action.

We are often asked whether yearly management by objective 

(MBO) conversations and yearly goal-setting are still helpful in times 

of rapid retooling. The answer is “yes!” Many leaders and managers 

need to be reminded that their employees need direction. Clarity di-

rectly affects productivity. Neglecting to frequently revisit organiza-

tional objectives and corresponding departmental goals and strate-

gies will certainly lead to confusion, lack of direction, and overworked 

employees. When things change, it needs to be acknowledged. Objec-

tives should not be frozen in time, but updated as the environment or 

priorities change. 




